
Georgia has a middle skills gap. Most jobs in Georgia’s labor market – 55 percent 
– are middle-skill jobs, which require more than a high school education but 
less than a four-year degree. Middle-skill jobs include paralegals, computer 

network support specialists, and dental hygienists. However, only 43 percent of 
Georgia workers are trained to the middle-skill level. This “skills gap” threatens the 
state’s economic competitiveness now and in the future. 
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A MIDDLE SKILL GAP
Middle-skill jobs account for 55 percent of Georgia’s 
labor market, but only 43 percent of the state’s 
workers are trained to the middle-skill level. 

Producing more workers with associate’s degrees in high-demand 
fields is particularly important to closing Georgia’s middle-skills 
gap and helping the state’s workers secure good jobs. Currently 
Georgia does not produce enough associate’s degree graduates 
to meet employer demand. Between July 2016 and June 2017, 
Georgia produced about 19,000 associate’s degree holders while 
there are nearly 34,000 job postings requiring an associate’s 
degree.

Meanwhile Georgia’s associate’s degree students face significant 
financial need. Financial aid can help these students complete 
college but Georgia’s largest and most well-known college financial 
aid program is not largely available to associate’s degree students 
in need because of program limitations.

To help close its middle-skills gap by supporting more students in 
securing associate’s degrees, Georgia should make two policy changes:

◆◆ Extend the time to earn the HOPE scholarship. 

Associate’s degree students who are more than seven years removed 
from high school graduation are ineligible for the HOPE scholarship. 
More than two in five of Georgia’s associate’s degree students are 
older than twenty-five, making them likely ineligible for this crucial 
form of financial aid that can help them complete their associate’s 
degree and secure a well-paying job.

If all in-state associate’s degree students over the age of twenty-five 
were otherwise eligible for HOPE, removing the seven-year time limit 

Source: NSC analysis of Bureau of Labor Statistics Occupational 
Employment  Statistics by State, May 2015 and American 
Community Survey data, 2015. 
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could help 25,000 students. The estimated costs of this 

change is $35 million, assuming average HOPE grant 

awards at state and technical colleges.1

◆◆ Expand HOPE Career Grants to include associate’s 
degrees

Georgia has established HOPE Career Grants to 

provide additional help to students pursuing technical 

certificates and diplomas in high-demand fields. 

Students must maintain a 2.0 GPA to qualify for the 

grant. The combination of the HOPE Grant and the 

HOPE Career Grant covers tuition for Georgians 

pursuing certificates and diplomas in targeted 

fields. However, associate’s degree students in these 

in-demand HOPE Career Grant fields cannot access 

this financial aid. Allowing associate’s degree students 

to access the HOPE Career Grant can help employers 

meet their most pressing needs for talent. 

Expanding HOPE Career Grants to include associate’s 

degrees in high-demand fields can help an estimated 

7,000 technical college students at a cost of $2.6 million. 

In the university system, this change can support up to 

14,000 students at a cost of $12.8 million.2 

Economic imperative of closing 
Georgia’s middle-skill gap 
Most jobs in Georgia’s labor market – 55 percent – are 

middle-skill jobs, which require more than a high school 

education but less than a four-year degree. Nearly 800,000 

jobs in the state are thought to be “good jobs” that pay 

decent salaries without requiring a bachelor’s degree.3 

Middle-skill jobs include paralegals, computer network 

support specialists, and dental hygienists.4

However, only 43 percent of Georgia workers are trained 

to the middle-skill level. This “skills gap” threatens the 

state’s economic competitiveness now and in the future. 

These jobs are not going away soon and are projected to 

grow. Between 2014-2024, 51 percent of Georgia’s jobs will 

remain middle-skill.5

Georgia’s leaders have recognized that the state needs 

more workers with education and training beyond high 

school. Governor Deal embraced the goal that 60 percent 

of Georgia’s jobs will require some level of postsecondary 

education by 2025. To meet this goal, Georgia needs an 

additional 189,000 workers with some college education, 

an associate’s degree, or a certificate.6

Associate’s degree: An in-
demand middle-skill credential 
Having more workers with associate’s degrees is 
particularly important for Georgia. More workers with 
associate’s degrees not only helps Georgia to close its 
middle-skill gap, but also helps the state’s workers secure 
good jobs. Though technical certificates and diplomas 
provide value in the marketplace and provide jobseekers 
with a huge advantage over people who may have only a 
high school diploma, associate’s degree graduates earn 
even more money, on average, than holders of technical 
certificates. 

Median earnings for associate’s degree graduates in health 
degree professions five years after graduation is 80 percent 
higher, or $19,172 more per year, than for graduates 
with technical certificates. In computer and information 
science, earnings are 32 percent higher, or $8,435 more.7 
Furthermore, among workers without a bachelor’s degree, 
Georgia workers with associate’s degrees have experienced 
the largest gains in good jobs since 1991.8

A “GOOD JOB” IS DEFINED AS ONE THAT PAYS:
◆◆ $35,000 per year ($17 per hour for a full-time job) for 

workers under age forty-five, and
◆◆ $45,000 per year ($22 per hour for a full-time job) for 

workers age forty-five and older.

GROWTH IN “GOOD JOBS” TRENDING TOWARD 
ASSOCIATE’S DEGREE HOLDERS 
Percentage point change in share of non-BA good jobs 
helds by Georgia workers at different education levels, 
1991-2015
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Anthony Carnevale, Jeff Strohl, and Neil Ridley, Good Jobs that Pay Without a BA: A State 
by State Analysis, Georgetown Center on Education and the Workforce, 2017.
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Associate’s degrees are also required for a number of 
Georgia’s “hot jobs” - jobs that have faster than state 
annual average job growth, above the state annual average 
wage, and have at least 400 annual openings. These jobs 
include dental hygienists and paralegals.9

Careers requiring associate’s degrees are all over Georgia 
from Dalton to Valdosta. Median earnings for associate’s 
degree holders in Georgia one year after graduation 

Georgia’s leaders have recognized that the state needs more  
workers with education and training beyond high school. 

WELL-PAYING JOBS REQUIRING AN ASSOCIATE’S 
DEGREE EXIST THROUGHOUT GEORGIA

Dalton 
Human Resources Assistants 
$42,743

Macon-Bibb Co. 
Dental Hygienists 

$58,157

Rome, GA 
Radiologic Technologists 

$63,342

Atlanta-Sandy Springs – Roswell, GA 
Paralegals and Legal Assistants 

$52,581

Columbus, GA - AL 
Computer Network Specialists 

$77,640

Warner Robins, GA 
Electrical and Electronics  

Engineering Technicians 
$75,039

Albany, GA 
Medical and Clinical Lab Technicians 

$39,356

Valdosta, GA 
Respiratory Therapists 
$58,385

Hinesville, GA 
Human Resources 
Assistants 
$43,845

Savannah, GA 
Respiratory Therapists	
$55,438

Augusta, GA 
Chemical Technicians	
$54,679

Gainesville, GA 
Architectural and Civil Drafters	
$56,547

Source: Opportunity Occupations Monitor, Federal Reserve Bank of Atlanta.

GEORGIA EMPLOYER DEMAND EXCEEDS 
ASSOCIATE DEGREE GRADUATES

Source: Metro Atlanta Chamber analysis of IPEDS database of Associate’s Degrees 
Conferred in Georgia (all institutions) and Burning Glass Labor Insights 20180918 – Job 
postings requiring an Associate’s Degree with 0-2 years’ experience.
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are $33,985,10 while annual median wages for these 
occupations can be as high as $153,000.11

Georgia does not produce 
enough associate’s degree 
graduates to meet employer 
demand
Despite the earning potential in associate’s degrees, there 
are not enough Georgians graduating every year with 
associate’s degrees. Between July 2016 and June 2017, 
Georgia produced about 19,000 associate’s degree holders 
while there are nearly 34,000 job postings requiring an 
associate’s degree.

These deficits in associate’s degree holders leave many 
high-demand areas unfilled:

◆◆ In 2016, Georgia’s employers needed 27,564 associate’s 
degree graduates in Health Professions & Related 
Programs, while there were only 4,668 graduates in that 
field in the 2015-2016 school year.12 Graduates in these 
fields are employed in “hot jobs” as dental hygienists, 
radiologic technologists, and respiratory therapists.

◆◆ In 2016, Georgia’s employers needed 11,449 associate’s 
degree graduates in Business, Management, Marketing 
& Related Support Services, while there were only 2,543 
graduates in that field in the 2015-2016 school year.13
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MORE THAN 2 IN 5 ASSOCIATE’S DEGREE 
STUDENTS ARE OLDER THAN 25

Georgia’s associate’s degree 
students can help the state close 
its middle-skill gap 
The Technical College System of Georgia (TCSG) awards 
most associate’s degrees in Georgia. An associate’s degree 
in Georgia requires completion of sixty to seventy-three 
credit hours14 – a goal students can reach in four semesters 
if they attend full-time and take a regular course load. 
Nearly 43,000 students were enrolled in associate’s degree 
programs at TCSG in 2017.15 Georgia’s state colleges – part 
of the university system – also award associate’s degrees. 
Helping all associate’s degree students complete college is 
integral to the state’s efforts to close its middle-skill gap. 

First, Georgia’s associate’s degree students are older, 
and the state needs more adult students to help close 
its middle-skills gap. Based on current trends, relying on 
high school students alone will be insufficient to meet 
employer demand. In 2016, 103,973 students graduated 
from all Georgia high schools, and about 65,500 of them 
enrolled in college after graduation.16 Meanwhile there are 
about 580,000 job openings each year,17 and about half of 
them require middle skills.18 Georgia will need older adult 
students to fill its middle skill gap. More than two in five 
associate’s degree students are age twenty-six or older.  

Georgia’s associate’s degree students are also racially 
diverse, reflecting current demographic trends in the 
state. By 2030, there will be no racial majority in Georgia.19 
Because businesses will need to tap a pipeline of students 
seeking associate’s degrees and other middle-skill 
credentials well into the future, that pipeline must be 
racially diverse. 
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Financial aid can help Georgia 
students complete associate’s 
degrees.
Though Georgia’s associate’s degree students are primed 
to help the state close its middle-skill gap, a small minority 
of them graduate with their degrees within three years.20 
Significant financial need in the face of the high college 
costs and the pressure to work long hours to offset these 
costs present obstacles to graduating on time and filling 
in-demand positions.21

Georgia students have financial need
Most associate’s degree students have financial need. 
Nearly three in five of Georgia’s associate’s degree 
students receive the federal Pell Grant – a needs-based aid 
subsidy aimed at offsetting the costs of higher education.22

Even with federal aid, students at Georgia’s technical 
colleges face average annual costs that can be more than 
$10,000 per year.23 This annual average cost includes 
tuition, fees, books and supplies, and living expenses. 
Georgia families spend, on average, nearly 13 percent of their 
annual income to cover educational expenses at a technical 
college.24 This can be especially daunting considering that 
the average annual income for Georgians with only a high 
school education is about $29,000 per year.25

HOPE is Georgia’s largest and most well-known college 
financial aid program but is not largely available to 
associate’s degree students in need because of program 
limitations. HOPE scholarships are awarded to students in 

Source: AY2017 Associate’s Degree Data from TCSG



NATIONAL SKILLS COALITION    5 

bachelor’s and associate’s degree programs. To earn the 
HOPE scholarship, students must earn a 3.0 high school 
grade point average and take four academically rigorous 
courses, such as advanced placement courses. The share 
of tuition covered by the HOPE scholarship varies by 
institution, but it typically covered about 90 percent of 
tuition in the 2018-2019 school year. Students must also 
earn the scholarships within seven years of graduating 
from high school. With all of these requirements, the HOPE 
scholarship reaches only 15 percent of associate’s degree 
students in the state.26

Many college students work,  
but financial aid can help 
students better balance work 
and school hours
Associate’s degree students try to meet their financial 
needs by working. More than two-thirds – or 69 percent 
– of community college students nationally work while in 
college.27 Community college students are more likely to 
work than students at four-year colleges, and more likely to 
work full time.28

Financial aid can help students better balance work and 
school hours, which furthers their persistence. Two-thirds 
of financial aid recipients in one study stated that they 
would be “extremely or very likely” to enroll in more college 
credits if they received an additional $3,000 in aid, and 
more than three-quarters of financial aid recipients say 
they would be “extremely or very likely” to spend more time 
studying or doing school-related academic activities.29

Financial aid can help college 
students graduate
Only 22 percent of Georgia’s associate’s degree students 
who begin school after having attended another institution 
graduate with their degrees within 4.5 years.30 Graduation 
rates for first-time students are even lower. The high cost of 
college and the pressure to work long hours to offset these 
costs are impediments to graduating on time.31

Financial aid can help Georgia’s associate’s degree 
students increase their graduation rates:

◆◆ State merit-based aid programs like Georgia’s HOPE 
scholarship have been shown to decrease college 
dropout rates.32

◆◆ Low-income students awarded scholarships increased 
their graduation rates by 3.3 percentage points, 
according to one study. Community college students 
were included in the study and scholarships ranged 
from a few hundred dollars to $1,500, awarded on top of 
other financial aid.33

◆◆ California community college students with low incomes 
who received larger amounts of financial aid in their 
first year graduated or transferred at higher rates than 
those who received less aid. Among students with no 
financial resources, nearly half of students who received 
at least $7,501 in financial aid graduated or transferred 
compared to only 17 percent of students who received 
between $1,001 and $2,500 in financial aid.34 

Without financial aid, students may be left facing the option 
of borrowing money to pay tuition. Low-income students, 
however, are less likely to take out student loans, possibly 
because they have less access to people familiar with 
student loan options and feel underprepared to assume 
the risk of repaying a loan.35 Perhaps more importantly, 
research suggests that student loans can have a negative 
impact on college persistence.36

Two policy changes can help 
students secure associate’s 
degrees and close Georgia’s 
middle-skills gap 
Georgia can grow the number of associate’s degree 
graduates by expanding financial aid for associate’s degree 
students: extending the time to earn the HOPE scholarship 
and expanding HOPE Career Grants to include associate’s 
degrees. By taking these steps, the state can increase the 
completion rates and help close its middle-skill gap while 
giving more of its residents the chance to secure good jobs:

ASSOCIATE’S DEGREE STUDENTS ARE RACIALLY 
DIVERSE

Source: AY2017 Associate’s Degree Data from TCSG
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◆◆ Extend the time to earn the HOPE scholarship. 

Associate’s degree students who are more than seven 
years removed from high school graduation are ineligible 
for the HOPE scholarship. This time limit does not apply 
to students seeking a technical certificate or diploma 
from Georgia’s technical colleges. More than two in five 
of Georgia’s associate’s degree students are older than 
twenty-five, making them likely ineligible for this crucial 
form of financial aid that can help them complete their 
associate’s degree and secure a well-paying job.

If all in-state associate’s degree students over the age of 
twenty-five were otherwise eligible for HOPE, removing 
the seven-year time limit could help 25,000 students. 
The estimated costs of this move is $35 million, 
assuming average HOPE grant awards at state and 
technical colleges.37 

LOW GRADUATION RATES IN GEORGIA 
CONTRIBUTE TO THE STATE’S MIDDLE-SKILL GAP

Source: Complete College America, Data Dashboard
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◆◆ Expand HOPE Career Grants to include associate’s 
degrees.

Georgia has established HOPE Career Grants to 
provide additional help to students pursuing technical 
certificates and diplomas in high-demand fields. 
Students must maintain a 2.0 GPA to qualify for the 
grant. The combination of the HOPE Grant and the HOPE 
Career Grant covers tuition for Georgians pursuing 
certificates and diplomas in targeted fields. However, 
associate’s degree students in these same fields cannot 
access this financial aid. 

For example, a student pursuing a practical nursing 
diploma can receive the HOPE Career Grant that helps 
to cover her full tuition, but a student in a registered 
nursing associate’s degree program cannot. That 
associate’s degree student is unlikely to receive the 
HOPE scholarship, as only 15 percent of associate’s 
degree students do.

Allowing associate’s degree students to access the 
HOPE Career Grant can help employers meet their most 
pressing needs for talent. Health professions, as one 
illustration, have the biggest gap between employer need 
and graduates with nearly six job openings for every 
associate’s degree graduate. Yet HOPE Career Grants do 
not support these degrees.38

Expanding HOPE Career Grants to include associate’s 
degrees in high-demand fields can help an estimated 
7,000 technical college students at a cost of $2.6 million. 
In the university system, this change can support up to 
14,000 students at a cost of $12.8 million.39 
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